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as if once more they were to be exposed to the commercial
rivalry of those neighbours along the banks of the Scheldt
river. Having now become a race of inveterate investors, the
Dutch were loath to risk their prosperity in battle. But this time
they felt that they had to take some sort of action. The new
emperor might not be a man of outstanding ability or energy,
but he was said to be only half asleep, whereas the Spanish
Habsburgs had been so completely lost in their slumbers that
no one had given them a serious thought for almost a century
and a half.

Soon rumours began to reach Amsterdam about certain
grandiose plans that were being hatched in Vienna. These
meant nothing less than the establishment of a regular Austrian
East India Company with headquarters in Ostend, which was
to be financed with Antwerp money.

Ostend, as soon as the new company functioned, was to be
connected by a system of canals with both the Rhine and the
Meuse. In this way Central Europe would a.t last be able to rid-
itself of the spice monopoly of the Dutch.

In 1717 this Ostend Company was actually founded, and
several ships flying the Habsburg flag were sent out to the East.
Two of them were captured by the Dutch East India Com-
pany, and then the trouble started in all seriousness. It lasted
until the year 1727, when, under pressure from England,
France, Holland, and Prussia (which greatly preferred to see
its Habsburg neighbours in a state of perpetual bankruptcy), the
Emperor was at last persuaded to give up his Indian ventures.
But before surrendering his rights and prerogatives the Habs-
burg ruler insisted that in exchange for his generous act the four
great Powers should give htm their solemn promise to offer no
objection if after his death he was succeeded by his daughter,
Maria Theresa.

This redoubtable lady should really have been born a boy.
She had been born a girl by mistake, and therefore she could
not really succeed her father to the throne. The so-called